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ACE	  Research	  Vignette:	  Does	  policy	  for	  women’s	  entrepreneurship	  
promote	  gender	  equality,	  or	  not?	  
This	   series	   of	   research	   vignettes	   is	   aimed	   at	   sharing	   current	   and	   interesting	   research	   findings	   from	   our	   team	   of	  
international	   Entrepreneurship	   researchers.	   In	   this	   vignette,	   Professor	  Helene	  Ahl	   from	   Jönköping	  University	   considers	  
the	  consequences	   for	  gender	  equality	  of	  policy	   for	  women’s	  entrepreneurship	   in	   two	  countries	  with	  distinctly	  different	  
welfare	  state	  regimes.	  
Background	  and	  Research	  Question	  
Governments	   in	  many	   countries	   support	   entrepreneurship	   as	   it	   is	   recognized	   as	   a	   key	   economic	   driver.	  Women	   start	  
businesses	  at	  a	  lower	  rate	  than	  men,	  and	  are	  consequently	  the	  focus	  of	  special	  support	  programs.	  Our	  research	  questions	  
whether	  such	  policy	  promotes	  gender	  equality,	  or	  not.	  However,	  given	  that	  women’s	  position	  in	  society	  to	  a	  large	  extent	  
depends	  on	  how	  family	  is	  organized,	  entrepreneurship	  policy	  cannot	  be	  viewed	  in	  isolation.	  It	  must	  be	  interpreted	  in	  the	  
context	  of	  the	  particular	  country’s	  welfare	  regime.	  Using	  Esping-­‐Andersen’s	  denominations,	  this	  study	  compares	  policy	  in	  
a	   social	   democratic	  welfare	   state	   (Sweden),	  where	   daycare,	   elder	   care,	   parental	   leave,	   health	   care,	   education	   etc.	   are	  
publicly	  organized	  and	  financed,	  with	  policy	  in	  a	  liberal	  welfare	  state	  (USA)	  where	  most	  of	  this	  is	  provided	  by	  the	  market.	  	  
However	   the	  Swedish	  system	   is	   slowly	  changing.	  The	   tendency	   in	  Sweden	  as	  well	  as	   in	   the	  rest	  of	  Europe	   is	   towards	  a	  
neo-­‐liberal	   system	  similar	   to	   the	  USA,	  with	  marketisation	  and	  privatisation	  of	   former	  public	  commitments.	  Women	  are	  
expected	  to	  take	  advantage	  of	  some	  of	  the	  new	  business	  opportunities	  offered,	  with	  support	  being	  given	  for	  this.	  Given	  
that	  Sweden	  is	  also	  ranked	  as	  the	  most	  gender	  equal	  country	  in	  the	  world,	  it	  is	  unclear	  what	  impact	  more	  women-­‐owned	  
businesses	   will	   have	   on	   this	   ranking,	   nor	   do	   we	   know	   the	   effects	   of	   gender	   equality	   policies	   for	   women’s	  
entrepreneurship.	  The	  research	  question	  is	  therefore:	  what	  is	  the	  result	  in	  terms	  of	  women’s	  position	  in	  society	  of	  policy	  
for	  women’s	  entrepreneurship	  in	  a	  social	  democratic	  versus	  a	  liberal	  welfare	  state	  regime?	  
How	  we	  investigated	  this	  
Welfare	   state	  arrangements	   in	  both	  countries	  were	   studied	   through	  public	  documents	  available	  as	   legislation,	  policies,	  
procedures	  and	  programs	  on	  the	  websites	  of	  government	  offices	  and	  other	  organizations.	  Publicly	  available	  statistics	  on	  
women’s	   entrepreneurship	   was	   compared	   between	   Sweden	   and	   the	   USA.	   These	   were	   studied	   through	   document	  
analysis,	  through	  prior	  research	  and	  by	  interviewing	  key	  office	  holders	  in	  both	  countries.	  
What	  we	  found	  
Women’s	   potential	   contribution	   to	   economic	   growth	   is	   the	   primary	   policy	   argument	   in	   both	   countries.	  Motivations	   of	  
gender	   equality	   appear,	   but	   not	   prominently	   or	   in	   all	   programs.	   The	   design	   of	   the	   programs	   were	   similar:	   training,	  
counseling,	  mentoring,	  networking,	  financing.	  Differences	  appeared	  elsewhere.	  	  	  	  
	  
Firstly,	   the	  USA	  did	  not	   turn	  out	   to	  be	  role	  model	   it	   is	  often	  held	  up	   to	  be.	  The	  rate	  of	  women’s	  entrepreneurship	  has	  
grown	  dramatically	  since	  it	  was	  first	  measured	  in	  1972	  (from	  4,6%	  to	  28%),	  making	  US	  policy	  an	  exemplar	  for	  the	  world,	  
but	  the	  comparative	  rate	  for	  Sweden	  was	  around	  25%	  for	  the	  entire	  period.	  Why	  the	  US	  rate	  was	  so	  low	  in	  the	  1970s?	  
Anti-­‐discrimination	  acts	  passed	  in	  1974	  and	  in	  1988,	  forbidding	  lenders	  to	  discriminate	  women,	  that	  spurred	  the	  dramatic	  
increase,	  rather	  than	  support	  programs	  that	  were	  instituted	  later.	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Secondly,	   today	   two	   incomes	   are	   needed	   to	   support	   a	   family	   in	   both	   countries.	   Whilst	   the	   generous	   family	   policy	   in	  
Sweden	  (18	  months	  paid	  parental	  leave	  and	  public	  subsidised	  daycare)	  makes	  it	  desirable	  and	  possible	  for	  women	  to	  take	  
employment,	  US	  women	  do	  not	  have	  this	   level	  of	  support.	  Starting	  a	  small	  business	  from	  home	  is	  often	  the	  only	  viable	  
solution.	  Such	  a	  business	  is	  unlikely	  to	  meet	  the	  US	  governments’	  expectations	  of	  growth	  and	  job	  creation	  suggesting	  that	  
women´s	  entrepreneurship	  in	  the	  USA	  may	  therefore	  be	  regarded	  as	  a	  response	  to	  an	  inadequate	  welfare	  system.	  
	  
Thirdly,	   government	   policy	   for	  women’s	   businesses	   in	   the	   US,	  mainly	   carried	   out	   through	  Women’s	   Business	   Centers,	  
have	   a	  mission	   to	   cater	   to	   socially	   and	   economically	   disadvantaged	  women	   suggesting	   that	   this	   is	   in	   lieu	   of	   adequate	  
social	  policy	  rather	  than	  entrepreneurship	  policy.	  
	  
From	   a	   feminist	   perspective,	   Swedish	   government	   policy	   for	   women’s	   entrepreneurship	   is	   hardly	   an	   exemplar.	   With	  
current	   privatisation	   of	   the	   public	   sector,	   women	   are	   encouraged	   to	   start	   small	   businesses	   in	   their	   lines	   of	   trade	   –	  
education,	   care	   and	   services	   –	   solving	   their	   own	   unemployment	   problems	   while	   doing	   the	   same	   jobs	   as	   before	   but	  
cheaper.	   Preliminary	   results	   for	   these	   new	   companies	   indicate	   either	   profitability	   problems	   or	   dramatically	   decreased	  
service	  levels.	  
	  
Neither	  country’s	  policy	   recognises	   the	  unpaid	  work	  predominantly	  done	  by	  women,	  nor	  any	  need	   for	  men	   to	  change.	  
The	  current	  change	   in	  the	  Swedish	  system	  does	  not	  change	  the	  gendered	  division	  of	  work,	  with	  women	  still	   in	  the	   low	  
paid	  caring	  sector,	  whether	   in	  public	  or	  private	  employment.	  Women’s	   subordination	   remains	   intact	   in	  both	  countries.	  
Through	  businesses,	  typically	  female	  gendered	  and	  with	  low	  earning	  potential,	  US	  women	  are	  expected	  to	  provide	  for	  the	  
family,	  whereas	  Swedish	  women	  are	  expected	  to	  contribute	  to	  public	  commitments.	  	  
Business	  and	  Policy	  Advice	  
	  
Our	  research	  concludes	  that	  there	  are	  a	  number	  of	  policy	  implications	  that	  could	  be	  considered	  in	  the	  future:	  
1. A	  reinforced	  welfare	  system	  is	  more	  likely	  to	  support	  women’s	  entrepreneurship	  and	  gender	  equality	  than	  a	  down-­‐
sized	  one.	  	  
2. As	  special	  support	  programs	  for	  women	  tend	  to	  side-­‐order	  women,	  governments	  should	  instead	  make	  the	  ordinary	  
programs	  equally	  welcoming	  to	  men	  and	  women.	  	  
3. A	  legislative	  framework	  making	  business	  conditions	  fair	  and	  equal	  for	  men	  and	  women	  is	  more	  important	  than	  
support	  programs.	  	  	  
4. Addressing	  men’s	  participation	  in	  unpaid	  domestic	  work	  is	  most	  likely	  more	  effective	  than	  entrepreneurship	  policy	  if	  
aiming	  for	  gender	  equality.	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